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LITERATURE
EARLY LITERATURE
Origin of rivers, of gods and of valiant heroes is not easy to trace, says the Mah&bh&rata,
Origin of literature in a language is in no way different from it and, like that of a river, would
have been contained in an imperceptible and humble source at some obscure point tt is not
until much later in its course that a river or a literature draws attention.
It is customary to associate the dawn of literature in Telugu with the rendering of the
great epic, the Mah&bharata of Vyasa, into Telugu in the middle of the 11th century. At the
request of his patron king, Rajaraja, Nannaya Bhattu set out to transcreate the epic- He could
only complete the first two pan/as, Adi and SabhS and a part of the third, Aranya*
Nannaya's work is an exquisite piece of poetic excellence. It had set a model for successive
generations of Telugu poets. He was cherished as the &di kavi - the first poet, and his work
as 5cf/ /cfivya - the first poetic work. Nannaya's Mah&bh&ratamu was highly regarded not only
for its poetic excellence but also for the norms and traditions it laid down in matters of diction,
grammar, prosody and the general refinement of the language. In his admiration for Nannaya,
Kavi Rakshasa, a later poet, went to the extent of decreeing that no poet should go beyond
what the former had laid down in his MahSbh&ratamu.
However, could such a chiselled piece of literary work appear abruptly without the backing
of a sufficiently long record of trials and travails? This question puzzled the modern researcher.
Prakrit had been the official language in the region ever since the pre-Christian era.
Although the inscriptions of the early centuries contained some Telugu words, it was only from
about the last quarter of the 6th century that complete inscriptions in the language of the land
began appearing. Since the Chalukya kings took over in 851, Telugu verses in native metres
began appearing in inscriptions. This, surely. Is a reflection of the literary activity of the times.
Along with the Brahmanical faith, Jainism and Buddhism received a wide approval and
admiration in the region in the early centuries. Both Jainism and Buddhism had adopted
the local languages for spreading their tenets and for proselytization. It is recorded that the
TripJtakas of the Buddhist lore had been translated into 'Damila' and 'Andhaka' by the 4th
century. 'Andhaka' was interpreted as the language of the Andhapatha or the Andhra region*
There could have been many more similar attempts. Unfortunately, no such Buddhist or Jain
work had survived,
If no literary work earlier to Nannaya's Mah&bh&ratamu had survived, it could be due to
any one or a combination of the following reasons* Firstly, it could be because the courses
of individual faiths in the region, such as Jainism, Buddhism and Salvism, had not had a
smooth run. There were contentions and fights among these for supremacy or royal patronage,
causing fluctuations in their fortunes. Consequently, periods of neglect might have caused
loss of literature attatched to a faith. Secondly, the rivalries between faiths and followers might
have also resulted In wanton destruction* Finally, the brilliance of Nannaya's work may have
pushed any surviving work Into oblivion.